Solving the Leisure Problem: Recreation and the WPA by Swaim, Ginalie
by Ginalie Swaim
“ POVERTY OF PLAY has been as great, if not greater, 
than poverty of work.”
That’s not a complaint one would have expected to 
hear during the job-starved Great Depression, but so­
cial critic Katherine Glover was not alone in declaring 
that Americans needed to enrich their lives by learning 
the right ways to play.
Concerns over the “ problem of leisure,” as social 
reformers called it,arose well before the Great Depres­
sion.Technology and mechanization were transforming 
the work day (in factory, office, farm, and home), and
126 Iowa Heritage Illustrated
leisure time was becoming part of the American way 
of life, and not just for the leisure class. Efforts were 
under way to transmit social mores and values through 
recreation. In congested urban areas, the playground 
movement created and staffed play areas to assimilate 
and Americanize immigrant children. In factories, man­
agement sponsored sports teams, family picnics, and 
social activities as ways to instill loyalty. Unions did the 
same to build solidarity.
Enjoying free time, of course, was not the problem. 
What alarmed social critics is that Americans were fill-
ing their newly acquired free time with the wrong kinds 
of activities— for example, movies, radio, and spectator 
sports (one critic labeled the problem “ spectatoritis” ).
What was so wrong about listening to the radio, or 
driving to a movie, or cheering in the stands for your 
favorite baseball team? Plenty, according to a cascade 
of sociological studies and books claiming that passive, 
commercialized, mass entertainment was undermin­
ing morals and destabilizing society.“ Leisure became a 
battleground for widespread ambivalence about tech­
nology, social change, economic change, and new social 
habits,” writes historian Susan Currell in The March 
of Spare Time: The Problem and Promise of Leisure in the 
Great Depression. Then, as the depression cut jobs or 
reduced work hours, critics feared that Americans with 
time on their hands and despair in their hearts were 
now even more vulnerable and attracted to activities 
considered “ wasteful, exploitative, and morally ques­
tionable.” The repeal of Prohibition and gambling laws 
added new concerns.
Reformers were already concerned that changes 
in society were emasculating American men. Sitting 
at an assembly line or pushing papers at a desk didn’t 
support the traditional image of a strong male pos­
sessing authority and autonomy. In the home, wom­
en were grabbing the purse strings as they bought 
into the trend of mass consumption. The depression 
eroded male self-esteem even more as the traditional 
breadwinner in the family took his place in a bread line. 
Sociologists warned that American men must ‘“ avoid 
stagnant loafing. It is not good for man to bite his nails 
and think over-much on his troubles.’ ” The right kinds 
of recreation, they preached, could restore balance to 
the individual in a tumultuous world.
Reformers called for the government to step in. As 
one charged, a federal government that could “ prevent 
the sale of unwholesome food” could also prevent “ the 
sale of unwholesome recreation” by providing recre­
ation facilities and guiding Americans to morally appro-
L e f t :  D e l i b e r a t i n g  o v e r  a  c a r d  g a m e ,  B u r l i n g t o n ,  1 9 4 0 .  P h o ­
t o g r a p h e r s  f o r  t h e  W o r k s  P r o g r e s s  A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  c a p t u r e d  
s c e n e s  o f  A m e r i c a n s  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  in  t h e  W P A  r e c r e a t i o n  
p r o g r a m .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  l e i s u r e  e x p e r t s ,  p l a y i n g  g a m e s  w a s  
u s e f u l  f o r  b u i l d i n g  s o c i a l  s k i l ls .  “ L i f e  k n o w s  n o  g r e a t e r  t e s t ­
in g  m e d i u m  f o r  c o n d u c t  a n d  c h a r a c t e r  t h a n  t h e  g a m e , ”  T e d  
B r e w t o n ,  a  W P A  r e c r e a t i o n a l  d i r e c t o r  in  M a s o n  C i t y ,  t o l d  
t o w n s p e o p l e  in  I 9 4 0 .  T h e  W P A  r e c r e a t i o n  p r o g r a m  a c t i v i t i e s  
fe l l  i n t o  f o u r  c a t e g o r i e s :  p h y s i c a l ,  c u l t u r a l ,  s o c i a l ,  a n d  t h e r a ­
p e u t i c  ( f o r  t h o s e  w i t h  d i s a b i l i t i e s  o r  in  i n s t i t u t i o n s ) .
priate activities. “ Pressure increased for a government 
response,” Currell writes, “which eventually led to an 
unprecedented federal policy to promote the ‘better’ 
use of leisure.”
The federal response came in the mid-1930s. The 
Works Progress Administration’s recreation program 
partnered with willing communities in every state but 
Maine. In Iowa, the Muscatine Journal and News-Tribune 
explained how it worked: “The plan as now adminis­
tered, provides for the salaries of the recreation lead­
ers, paid by the Works Progress Administration while 
the equipment, materials and facilities are provided by 
the municipal government. [Its] share of the financing 
is set at 20 per cent of the amount provided by the 
[federal] government.” Communities were expected 
to call upon citizens, service clubs, and businesses for 
support. In Dickinson County, a local paper assured its 
readers that the recreation leaders hired would “ be 
chosen from among those eligible on the Dickinson 
county WPA certified list. All will be young persons 
with clean character records and a capability to learn 
the supervision [and leadership].”
Although Italy, Germany, and Russia all had recre­
ation programs directed at the masses, the U.S. veered 
away from fascist and nationalistic models. Instead, 
WPA recreation programs set out to democratize lei­
sure— encouraging individuality, promoting exercise, 
celebrating American traditions. As Helene Amling, 
chair of Mason City’s WPA recreation program, ex­
plained in 1939, “ We are still only at the beginning of 
the creation of a democratic program of leisure-time 
activities for the American public, but the WPA recre­
ation program has turned a new page in social history 
by teaching thousands of communities how to procure 
for themselves the benefit of public recreation, and 
Mason City is one of these communities.”
Solving the leisure problem meant preserving 
American values in the face of a transformed society. 
“ ‘Bad’ leisure was urban, industrial, commercial, and 
disintegrated the home as a unit,” Currell writes, 
“whereas ‘good’ leisure reintegrated the community 
and family, was simple, and involved social interaction 
or proto-industrial artisan skills.”
Working with your hands, learning new skills, ex­
pressing yourself through music or drama, throwing 
horseshoes with your neighbors— this is what the 
WPA recreation program envisioned. Here’s how it 
played out in Iowa.
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R e c r e a t i o n  I n s t i t u t e ,  A m e s ,  1 9 4 1 .
T o  o p e r a t e  l o c a l  W P A  r e c r e ­
a t i o n  p r o g r a m s ,  l e a d e r s  a t t e n d e d  
t r a i n i n g  i n s t i t u t e s  t o  l e a r n  t h e  b a ­
s ics  o f  v a r i o u s  a c t i v i t i e s  a n d  t o o l s  
f o r  l e a d e r s h i p .
“ T h e  p r i n c i p a l  a i m  o f  t h e  r e c ­
r e a t i o n  p r o g r a m , ”  a  M u s c a t i n e  
n e w s p a p e r  e x p l a i n e d ,  “ is t o  k e e p  
t h e  y o u n g e r  c h i l d r e n  a n d  a d u l t s  o f f  
t h e  s t r e e t ,  g e t  t h e m  in  c l o s e  c o n ­
t a c t  w i t h  o r g a n i z e d  g r o u p s ,  [ a n d ]  
t e a c h  t h e m  s p o r t s m a n s h i p  a n d  
c r a f t s ,  w h i c h  m a y  b e  o f  g r e a t  v a l u e  
t o  t h e m  in  l a t e r  y e a r s . ”
B e l o w :  G y m n a s t i c  s k i l ls ,  l e a r n e d  a t  
a  W P A  r e c r e a t i o n  p r o g r a m ,  D e s  
M o i n e s  J e w is h  C e n t e r ,  1 9 3 9 .
R i g h t :  F i t t i n g  c o s t u m e s  f o r  t h e  
g y m n a s t i c s  p e r f o r m a n c e .
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A  c la s s  in  m a r k s m a n s h i p ,  D e s  M o i n e s ,  1 9 4 1 .
T h e  c la s s  m a y  r e p r e s e n t  a n  a d d i t i o n a l  f o c u s  o f  r e c r e a t i o n - n a t i o n a l  d e f e n s e ,  
a s  t h e  n a t i o n  e d g e d  t o w a r d s  w a r .  P r o g r a m s  a l s o  o f f e r e d  m o d e l  a i r p l a n e  c l u b s  a n d  
c la s s e s  in  a e r o n a u t i c s  f o r  b o y s .
I n s t r u c t i o n  in  d r a w i n g  a n d  p a i n t i n g ,  W a t e r l o o ,  1 9 4 0 .
/ ' /r . i'" 4/ /
T h i s  p a g e ,  t o p :  Y o u n g  v i r t u o s o s ,  o n  
h a r m o n i c a s  a n d  g u i t a r s ,  a  w a s h b o a r d  
a n d  a  g la s s  j u g ,  a t  O t t u m w a ’s G a r f i e l d  
G r a d e  S c h o o l ,  1 9 3 6 .  B e l o w :  M u s i c i a n s  
in  B u r l i n g t o n ,  I 9 4 0 .
L i s t e n i n g  t o  m u s i c  o n  t h e  r a d i o  
w a s  e x t r e m e l y  p o p u l a r  in  t h e  1 9 3 0 s ,  
b u t  r e c r e a t i o n  e x p e r t s  c o n s i d e r e d  i t  
t o o  p a s s iv e  a n d  c o m m e r c i a l i z e d .  I n ­
s t e a d ,  t h e y  e n c o u r a g e d  A m e r i c a n s  t o  
m a k e  t h e i r  o w n  m u s i c  a n d  r e a p  t h e  s o ­
c ia l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  b e n e f i t s .
R i g h t :  P e r f e c t i n g  w o o d c r a f t  s k i l ls  w i t h  
h a n d  t o o l s ,  C o u n c i l  B lu f f s ,  1 9 4 0 .
T h e  W P A  r e c r e a t i o n  p r o g r a m  c o ­
i n c i d e d  w i t h  t h e  1 9 3 0 s  c r a z e  f o r  h o b ­
b ie s .  C l u b s ,  m a g a z i n e s ,  a n d  r a d i o  s h o w s  
d e v o t e d  t o  h o b b i e s  s p r a n g  u p  a c r o s s  
t h e  n a t i o n .  H o b b i e s  w e r e  c o n s i d e r e d  a n  
a p p r o p r i a t e  u s e  o f  f r e e  t i m e ,  w r i t e s  S u ­
s a n  C u r r e l l . “ T h e  m a r r i e d  m a n ‘ p u t t e r ­
i n g ’ a b o u t  t h e  h o u s e  w i t h  a n  a b s o r b i n g  
h o b b y  . .  . k e p t  h i m  h a p p y  a n d  i n d o o r s ,  
n e a r  h is  f a m i l y  a n d  h e a d  o f  t h e  h o u s e ­
h o l d . ”  A s  a  W P A  b r o c h u r e  a d v i s e d ,  f o r  
a  m a n  w i t h o u t  a  j o b ,  a  h o b b y  k e p t  “ h is  
m i n d  f r o m  r u s t i n g  a n d  h is  p e r s o n a l i t y  
f r o m  g r o w i n g  c r a b b e d . ”  B u y i n g  h o b b y  
s u p p l i e s  a ls o  g a v e  a  s l i g h t  b o o s t  t o  a n  
a i l i n g  e c o n o m y .
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T e e n a g e r s ’ d a n c e  in  B u r l i n g t o n ,  1 9 4 0 .
S u p e r v i s e d  d a n c e s  in  w e l l - l i t  r e c r e ­
a t i o n  c e n t e r s  w e r e  c o n s i d e r e d  a  w h o l e ­
s o m e  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  d a r k  r o a d h o u s e s .  T h e  
W P A  p r o j e c t  s a w  b e n e f i t s  o f  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  
t h r o u g h  c e r t a i n  t y p e s  o f  d a n c e — b a l l r o o m ,  
t a p ,  s q u a r e ,  a n d  f o l k ,  b u t  d e f i n i t e l y  n o t  j a z z .
R ig h t :  B e a d i n g  a  n e c k l a c e ,  D e s  M o i n e s ,  1 9 4 1 .
A r t s  a n d  c r a f t s  w e r e  c a t e g o r i z e d  as  
c u l t u r a l  r e c r e a t i o n ,  a l o n g  w i t h  m u s i c  a n d  
d r a m a ,  a n d  t h e  s t u d y  a n d  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  
f o l k l o r e ,  a r t ,  a n d  l i t e r a t u r e .  L e i s u r e  e x p e r t s  
b e l i e v e d  t h a t  p e r s o n a l  e x p r e s s i o n  t h r o u g h  
t h e  a r t s  h o n o r e d  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  a n d  h e r  
c h o i c e  o f  l e i s u r e  a c t i v i t i e s — b u t  t h e  s a m e  
e x p e r t s  w e r e  a d a m a n t  t h a t  “ g o o d ”  l e i s u r e  
s h o u l d  a ls o  i m p r o v e  o n e s e l f  a n d  b e t t e r  
s o c i e t y .
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N e g r o  C o m m u n i t y  C e n t e r ,  O t t u m w a ,  
1 9 3 8 .
R e c r e a t i o n  c e n t e r s  “ d r a w  c i t i z e n s  
t o g e t h e r  in  s t a t e ,  c o u n t y  a n d  c o m m u ­
n i t y , ”  s a id  T e d  B r e w t o n ,  t h e  A f r i c a n  
A m e r i c a n  W P A  r e c r e a t i o n a l  d i r e c t o r  
in  M a s o n  C i t y .  “ O n e  c a n  s e e  t h e s e  u n i ­
f y i n g  i n f l u e n c e s  a t  w o r k  in  a l l  n e i g h b o r ­
h o o d  c e n t e r s .  R e c r e a t i o n  is t h e  g r e a t  
d e m o c r a t i z e r  a n d  u n i f i e r . ”
B r e w t o n  c o n t i n u e d ,  “ A t  h is  p la y ,  
t h e  c h i l d  g iv e s  h i m s e l f  m o s t  f u l ly ,  a n d  
is p r o b a b l y  m o s t  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  s u g g e s ­
t i o n .  I t  is o b v i o u s  t h a t  g r e a t  r e c r e a t i o n  
a r e a s  a n d  f a c i l i t i e s  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  
a n d  e s p e c i a l l y  o r g a n i z e d  p r o g r a m s  p r o ­
v i d e d  b y  r e c r e a t i o n  l e a d e r s  a r e  b r e a k ­
in g  d o w n  b a r r i e r s  o f  r a c e  a n d  r e l i g i o u s  
p r e j u d i c e . ”
B r e w t o n  t o l d  h is  r a d i o  a u d i e n c e  
t h a t  in  I 9 4 0 ,  “ r e c r e a t i o n a l  f a c i l i t i e s  o f  
t h e  I o w a  W P A  r e a c h  o u t  t o  m o r e  t h a n  
1 , 2 6 5  N e g r o  a d u l t s  a n d  3 , 4 2 5  N e g r o  
c h i l d r e n  e a c h  w e e k . ”  H e  a d d e d ,  “ O n  
a  y e a r l y  b a s is  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  6 0  N e g r o  
m e n  a n d  w o m e n  a r e  t r a i n e d ,  s u p e r ­
v i s e d  a n d  p a i d  b y  t h e  W P A  t o  d i r e c t  
t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  r e c r e a t i o n  c e n t e r s  in  
t h e  s t a t e ,  10 o f  w h o m  a r e  w o r k i n g  in  a  
s u p e r v i s o r y  c a p a c i t y . ”
EL/ ‘ vTH * -31 > ¡i ■ Ik %

A b o v e :  P u p p e t r y  c la s s ,  S i o u x  C i t y ,  I 9 3 8 .
“ P u p p e t s ,  in  t h e  l a s t  f e w  y e a r s ,  h a v e  
c o m e  i n t o  t h e i r  o w n , ”  s t a t e d  A r c h e r  M e -  
M a c k i n ,  o f  t h e  s t a t e  W P A  r e c r e a t i o n  
d e p a r t m e n t .  M c M a c k i n  t a u g h t  3 0  n o r t h ­
e a s t e r n  I o w a  W P A  s u p e r v i s o r s  t o  b u i l d  a n d  
o p e r a t e  p u p p e t s  a n d  t o  s t a g e  s h o w s .  T h e  
c la s s e s  w e r e  p a r t  o f  a n  e f f o r t  t o  b r i n g  t h e  
a r t  o f  p u p p e t r y  b a c k  t o  I o w a .
R i g h t :  W o o d c r a f t  c la s s ,  C e d a r  F a l ls ,  1 9 4 0 .
L e a r n i n g  t r a d i t i o n a l  s k i l ls  o f  w o r k i n g  
w i t h  w o o d ,  l e a t h e r ,  a n d  t i n  w a s  a n  “ o p p o r ­
t u n i t y  t o  d i s c o v e r  j u s t  w h a t  [ a  b o y ]  c a n  d o  
w i t h  h is  h a n d s  a n d  w i t h  g o o d  t o o l s , ”  a c ­
c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  M u s c a t in e  J o u rn a l a n d  N e w s- 
T rib u n e .  N e w  h o b b i e s  “ b r i n g  o u t  n e w  s k i l ls  
o r  l a t e n t  s k i l ls  in  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  w h i c h  w i l l  
h e l p  h i m  a l o n g  in  l a t e r  l i f e . ”
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C h i l d r e n ,  s o m e  b a r e f o o t ,  p l a y i n g  a  
c i r c l e  g a m e ,  P o l k  C o u n t y ,  19 3 9 .
P h y s i c a l  e x e r c i s e ,  p l a y i n g  o u t ­
d o o r s ,  e n j o y i n g  n a t u r e ,  a n d  r e v i v ­
in g  t r a d i t i o n a l  g a m e s  w e r e  a l l  a i m s  
o f  t h e  W P A  r e c r e a t i o n  p r o g r a m  in  
i ts  e f f o r t s  t o  g u i d e  A m e r i c a n s  a w a y  
f r o m  p a s s i v e  a n d  c o m m e r c i a l i z e d  
l e i s u r e  a c t i v i t i e s .
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T r y - o u t s  f o r  G o l d e n  G l o v e s  c o m p e t i t i o n ,  G i l m o r e  C e n t e r ,  F a y e t t e  C o u n t y ,  1 9 3 9 .
S e t t i n g  u p  a n d  m a i n t a i n i n g  W P A  r e c r e a t i o n  p r o g r a m s  in  s m a l l e r  c o m m u n i ­
t i e s ,  l i k e  G i l m o r e  C i t y ,  w a s  c h a l l e n g i n g .  A t  a  1 9 3 8  m e e t i n g  in  S p i r i t  L a k e ,  a  r e p r e ­
s e n t a t i v e  f r o m  T e r r i l  ( p o p u l a t i o n  4 0 0 )  a n n o u n c e d  t h a t  h is  t o w n  w a s  “ e x t r e m e l y  
a n x i o u s  f o r  t h e  s u p e r v i s i o n  a n d  i n s t r u c t i o n  n e c e s s a r y  t o  k e e p  a  p r o j e c t  g o i n g .  . .  . 
T h e  v a r i o u s  c iv ic  g r o u p s  a n d  w o m e n ’s c l u b s  h a v e  s t a r t e d  a  p r o j e c t  t h e r e ,  b u t  n o w  
l a c k  t h e  p r o p e r  s u p e r v i s i o n  a n d  t r a i n i n g  t o  k e e p  i t  g o i n g . ”
R i g h t :  C r o q u e t  p l a y e r s ,  D e s  M o i n e s ,  I 9 3 9 .
In  O e l w e i n  in  1 9 3 7 ,  t h e  n e w s p a p e r  o u t l i n e d  i ts  s u m m e r  r e c r e a t i o n  p r o g r a m :  
“ A  l o v e l y  n e w  c r o q u e t  s e t ,  h o r s e  s h o e s ,  a n d  s a n d  b o x  a r e  a v a i l a b l e , ”  p lu s  a  b u s y  
s c h e d u l e  o f  p ic n i c s ,  c a r n i v a l s ,  s p o r t s  t o u r n a m e n t s ,  d o g  r a c e s ,  p e t  s h o w s ,  p a r a d e s ,  
h a n d c r a f t  e x h i b i t s ,  a n d  a n  o v e r n i g h t  h i k e  f o r  b o y s .  In  F e b r u a r y ,  t h e  p a p e r  r e m i n d e r  
r e a d e r s  t h a t  “ t h e  P i n g  P o n g  t a b l e s  . . .  a r e  p r o v i n g  a  b ig  d r a w i n g  c a r d  f o r  b u s in e s s  
m e n  a n d  w o m e n  w h o  a r e  l o o k i n g  f o r  w h o l e s o m e  a m u s e m e n t . ”
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P l a y i n g  h o r s e s h o e s ,  M u s c a t i n e ,  I 9 3 9 .
A d u l t  a n d  y o u t h  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  M u s c a t i n e ’s W P A  r e c r e a t i o n  p r o g r a m  c l i m b e d  
f r o m  2 0 , 0 0 0  in  I 9 3 7  t o  o v e r  5 6 , 0 0 0  in  I 9 3 9 .  T h e  l o c a l  p a p e r  r e p o r t e d  in  I 9 3 7 , “ M u s ­
c a t i n e  is f o r t u n a t e  in  h a v i n g  o n e  o f  t h e  p r o g r a m s  a s  t h e r e  a r e  a  g r e a t  m a n y  c i t i e s  
s t a n d i n g  in  l i n e  a w a i t i n g  t h e  c h a n c e  t o  i n s t a l l  s u c h  a n  a c t i v i t y .  T h e  g o v e r n m e n t  
d o e s  n o t  p l a n  o n  t a k i n g  a n y  s u c h  p r o j e c t  a w a y  f r o m  a  c i t y  in  w h i c h  i t  h a s  t a k e n  
a  f o o t h o l d  i f  t h e  p r o g r a m  is g i v e n  t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e  c i t y  a n d  t h e  p r o j e c t  i t s e l f  is 
r e a p i n g  t h e  r e s u l t  f o r  w h i c h  i t  w a s  i n t e n d e d .  W i t h  a  t r a i n e d  c o r p s  o f  w o r k e r s  h e r e ,  
s t a t e  a n d  a r e a  o f f i c i a l s  . . .  h a v e  v o i c e d  t h e i r  c o m p l e t e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  . . .  a n d  p o i n t  t o  
t h e  M u s c a t i n e  p r o g r a m  a s  o n e  o f  t h e  o u t s t a n d i n g  in  t h e  s t a t e . ’ ’
“ W i t h  t h e  o u t b r e a k  o f  W o r l d  W a r  I I , ”  h i s t o r i a n  S u s a n  C u r r e l l  w r i t e s ,  “ i n ­
c r e a s e d  p r o d u c t i v i t y  a n d  fu l l  e m p l o y m e n t  p u t  c o n c e r n s  w i t h  l e i s u r e  i n t o  t h e  
b a c k g r o u n d  w h i l e  w o r k e r s  e n t e r e d  t h e  r e a l  b a t t l e  w i t h  f a s c i s m .  W h a t  r e m a i n e d ,  
h o w e v e r ,  w a s  a  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  a  s e l f  a n d  s o c i e t y  d e f i n e d  n o t  o n l y  b y  
w o r k  b u t  a ls o  t h r o u g h  l e i s u r e . ”  ❖
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